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MENTAL TESTS FOR IMMIGRANTS 
BY ARTHUR SWEENEY, M.D. 

Restriction of immigration has always been a fruitful source 
of controversy. It has many angles, and opinions differ, largely 
because of the lack of a common viewpoint. All opinions agree 
upon certain basal facts. These are, that we need immigrants to 

develop our resources, and that some means must be found to 

keep out those who are manifestly undesirable. Controversy 
centres about the latter, and although various expedients have 
been tried, none have been wholly successful. As a consequence 
we have been overrun with a horde of the unfit. The principal 
trouble with our restrictions has been that we have had no ade 

quate means of determining who are the unfit. While we can 

measure objectively the physical qualifications of the immigrant, 
we have had no yardstick with which to form an accurate estimate 
of his intellectual and moral side, as well as of those other intangi 
ble qualities which are essential to good citizenship. 

The psychological tests, which in the army developed heter 

ogeneous millions of men of all grades of intelligence, education 
and social qualities into the greatest fighting machine the world 
has ever seen, has furnished us with the necessary yardstick to 
measure the desirability of the immigrant. The same test will 
reveal to us, with relative precision, those hidden qualities which 

will demonstrate the fitness of the intending immigrant for citizen 

ship in this country, and will exclude those who are unfit. The 

army tests rated men according to their mental age, and classified 
them into groups. The educational and industrial capacity of 
these groups was determined, and they were assigned to positions 
according to their ability. The performance of these men during 
their months of service in their various duties corresponded very 

nearly to their psychological ratings, and confirmed the accuracy 
and value of the tests. The tests revealed the intellectual en 

dowment of the men, and also, to a large degree, determined the 
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other qualities of a soldier, such as initiative, reliability, adapta 
bility and obedience. 

The tests are equally applicable to immigrants. It is feasible 
to determine the value of the immigrant by his intelligence, for all 
other faculties and qualities hinge upon this. If he does not 

possess a certain minimum of mentality, it is safe to predict that 
he will not be adaptable to the conditions of his new environment, 
and will not possess those qualities which are essential to good 
citizenship. If he cannot comprehend, by reason of his mental 

limitations, the obligations and duties which citizenship imposes, 
he cannot be other than a burden upon society. Fitness for 

citizenship is determined best by ability to comprehend its 

meaning, as well as the advantages that come from it. 

The examination of immigrants at the port of embarkation is 

feasible, inexpensive and simple, and will give results much more 
accurate than any other method. It is practical to examine 

groups of two or three hundred at one sitting, in less than one 

hour. All that is required is a staff of two or three trained 

psychologists at each port at which large numbers embark. The 
fact that the immigrants are illiterate or unable to understand the 

English language is not an obstacle, as the form of test known as 

"Beta" is designed to meet such conditions, and requires neither 

education nor knowledge of language for its comprehension. It 
is entirely objective. In this test the immigrant is asked to sup 

ply the missing parts of pictures, to trace his way through mazes, 
to count cubes variously arranged, and other simple tests that do 

not require verbal directions, but call only for observation. This 
is not easier than the "Alpha" test for those who can read and 

write, and gives results of equal value. 

Those examined for the army were grouped according to their 
mental age as follows: 

D ?Very Inferior, 7 to 9 years. 
D Inferior, 9 to 11 years. 
C?Low Average, 11 to 13 years. 
C Average, 13 to 14.5 years. 

C+High Average, 14.5 to 16 years. 
B Superior, 16 to 18 years. 
A Very Superior, 18+ years. 
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The need of some means of excluding the unfit that shall be 
more effective than past measures is forced upon us by the 
revelations of the army examinations. In our army 360,000 men 

of foreign birth were put through the test, with the startling re 
sult that 45 per cent were found to be below eleven years of men 

tal age and were grouped in the inferior and very inferior classes. 
This fact is startling enough, but fades into insignificance when 
we interpret it as relating to the countries from which most of our 

immigrants come. The table given below is self-explanatory. 

(See Memoirs of National Academy of Sciences, Vol. XV.) 
It will be seen that the percentage of foreign born who are 

found to be in the D and D minus classes, with a mental age of less 
than eleven years, is 45.6 per cent. Of the 360,000 recruits of 

II I I % I % 
A B C+ C C- D D- D& A& 

I I ! D- j B 

Poland. .. 0.5 3.1 19.5 7.3 43.5 26.4 69.9 0.5 

Italy. 
0.2J 

.6 2.3 24.4 
9.l| 

40. 23.4 63.4 0.8 

Russia. 0.4 2.3 4.8 22.1 10.5 40. 20.4 60.4 2.7 

Greece. 2.1 2.1 36.7 15.7 35.1 8.5 43.6 2.1 

Turkey. 0.4 3.0 5.7 34.4 14.7 30.4 11.6 41.6 3.4 

Ireland. 1.2 2.9 8.4 29. 18.6 26.2 13.2 39.4 4.1 

Austria. 1.7 1.7 6.7 32.3 20. 27.5 10. 37.5 3.4 

Norway. 0.6 3.5 8.9 36. 25.9 21.8 3.8 25.6 4.1 

Belgium. 0.8 11.6 39.2 24. 18.6 5.4 24.0 0.8 

Canada. 3.3 7.2 15.4 25.8 28.4 15.4 4.1 19.5 10.5 

Sweden. 1.3 3.0 12.6 37.0 26.8 17.1 2.3 19.4 4.3 

Germany. 3.3 5.0 17.6 31.8 27.8 11.7 3.3 15.0 8.3 

Scotland. 4.8 8.2 25.4 19.2 28.8 10.9 2.7 13.6 13. 

Denmark. 0.6 4.8 16.2 32.4 33. 12.8 .6 13.4 5.4 

Holland. 5.0 5.7 21.4 25. 33.7 8.5 .7 9.2 10.7 

England. 5.6 14.1 24.0 12.4 35.4 6. 2.7 8.7 19.7 

Average Foreign 
Born. 1.1 2.9 7.3 26.6 16.5 30.8 14.8 45.6 4.0 

Average White 

Draft. 4.1 8.0 15.2 23.8 25.0 17.0 7.1 24.1 12.1 
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foreign birth upon whose examination the above figures are based, 

164,160 were of such low intelligence that they graded in occupa 
tion lower than the common laborer, and were those whose work 

required continual supervision. In the army they were not con 

sidered to be good soldier material, but were largely assigned to 

pioneer battalions for work that required muscular rather than 
mental strength. 

Equally interesting and suggestive is the low percentage of 
the higher intelligence group of A and B, reaching only four per 
cent. This group shows the small percentage of intelligent people 
of foreign birth as compared with the percentage of 12.1 found 
in the general white draft, composed of all recruits in the army 
except the colored races. Certainly it is evident that the number 
of immigrants capable of understanding the duties and obliga 
tions, as well as the opportunity for progress, which our citizen 

ship entails is alarmingly small. 
It will also be found that immigration from Eastern and South 

ern Europe is more undesirable than from other parts of that 
continent. We can gauge the desirability of immigrants by the 
relative proportion of those in A and B classes, and by the num 
ber in D and D minus. We cannot seriously be opposed to 

immigrants from Great Britain, Holland, Canada, Germany, 
Denmark and Scandinavia, where the proportion of the higher 
groups is above 4 per cent and reaching a maximum of 19 per 

cent, as in the case of England. We can, however, strenuously 

object to immigration from Italy with its proportion at the lower 
end of the scale of 63.4 per cent; of Russia with 60.4; of Poland 

with 69.9; of Greece with 43.6; and of Turkey with 41.6 per cent. 
The Slavic and Latin countries show a marked contrast in in 

telligence with the Western and Northern European group. It is 

largely from this source that the stream of intelligent citizenship 
is polluted. So long as this emptying of undesirables into this 

country continues, there is decreasing hope of improving the 
standard of our citizens. 

As a resultof our previous negligence in selection of immigrants, 
we have populated this country with hordes of the unfit, who are 

unadaptable to our requirements of citizenship. The census of 
1920 reveals that out of a total white population of 94,820,915, 
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the number born in foreign countries was 13,712,754. If we 

apply to this latter number the ratings as to intelligence found by 
the psychological test in the army, 14.8 per cent of foreign-born 
being in D minus class, the number would be 2,029,484. Those 
rated as Class D (30.1 per cent) would number 3,927,538. This 

brings the total of these two classes, who are rated as having a 
mental age of eleven years or less, to 5,957,026. It would be 

interesting if there were some figures showing what proportion of 
this large number took some part in industry and production, and 

what proportion were dependent, criminal or worthless; but there 
are no present adequate means of determining these facts. The 

presumptions being that the higher the intellectual status the 
more efficient the human machine, the inference follows that this 

large portion of our population are little fitted to work or vote, 
and tend to become burdens upon society, either as dependents or 

misdemeanants. 

A significant fact in the report of distribution of our immigrant 
population, is the tendency for the larger portion, although 

mainly rural in their foreign homes, to become urban in this coun 

try. This is shown by the fact that over one-third of foreign-born 
immigrants have settled in the three States of New York, New 

Jersey and Pennsylvania, States that are industrial rather than 

agricultural. The herding together of a large foreign population 
in cities cannot but tend to racial grouping in which the language 

and customs of the race are preserved, and to make American 

ization a slow and difficult process. It is not hard to find com 

munities in this country in which the English language is to the 
inhabitants a foreign tongue, and in which habits of thought 
and conduct are widely variant from those of neighboring com 

munities. This is a condition which militates against the de 

velopment of those characteristics which are requisite for citizen 

ship. They are dwelling in this country, but are by no means 
a part of it. They cannot understand our high purposes and 

they can neither vote with discrimination nor properly conform 
to our laws. 

It is apparent that there is a startling discrepancy in the num 
ber of immigrants who are of high intellectual capacity. This 

may be due to the fact that their mental gifts enable them to 
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succeed in the competition of life in the old country. It is not 

wholly because conditions in Europe are so unfavorable that the 

lower groups cannot make a living, but rather because their 
mental unfitness prevents them from prospering in the old 

country as it does in the United States. 
Who are the unfit? The groups at the lower end of the psy 

chological scale are the undesirable. They are distinctly sub 

normal, and as such cannot react favorably in their new environ 

ment. They are wholly unadaptable. It is impossible without 
a psychological test to determine who belong to these groups. 
One cannot recognize the high grade imbecile at sight. Many of 
them are physically perfect, and show upon their faces no trace 
of the stigmata usually associated with feeble mentality. Not 

withstanding the popular impression that the physiognomy re 

flects the condition of the mind, it is seldom possible to make a 

correct diagnosis of mental defect from the facial expression. It 
is poetic to talk of the eye as the window of the soul, but it is by 

no means to be relied upon as a practical test. 

The group classified as D minus, representing a mental age 
under nine years, is distinctly feeble-minded. The three recog 
nized grades of imbecility are: The low grade, with a mental age 
of three to five years; the middle grade, five to seven years; and the 

high grade, seven to nine years. In the army classification D 
minus may include some men as low as four or five years of men 

tality. The percentage of the D minus group in the general 
draft was 7.1 per cent. The percentage of this class among the 

recruits of foreign birth was 14.8, a little more than twice as many. 

Calculating the number of foreign birth in the army as 360,000, 
the number of D minus men was 25,200, a rather large handicap 
to the efficiency of an army. These figures do not, however, 
represent the average for the country at large, because the local 

examining boards were able to recognize and exclude from the 
draft many individuals who were obviously deficient. It is fair 
to assume that the proportion of high grade imbeciles of foreign 
birth among the general population far exceeds the 15 per cent 
that passed the local boards and were sent to cantonments. 

This group is wholly illiterate. The test of illiteracy in the 

army was ability to read a newspaper or to write a letter home. 
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The amount of schooling obtained by D minus men was extremely 
limited. Only eleven per cent were able to go beyond the second 

grade. Of this small number many were promoted to higher 
grades because of the despair of the teacher, or because their age 
and physical development demanded their advancement. Most 
of them could get no further than the first grade, and a few passed 
to the second grade, at which point reading or writing cannot be 
said to be a practical accomplishment. 

Adaptation to environment being accomplished by correct 

judgments of large and small problems of life, it can scarcely be 
said that the D minus class have any capacity in this direction. 

The formation of a judgment being dependent upon active per 
ception, sustained power of attention and competent associative 

memory, it is impossible when these three faculties are deficient 
or absent to expect a correct judgment upon any other than the 

simplest and most objective of problems. Will power being the 
automatic consequent of judgment, it is scarcely to be expected 
that inhibition would be an active factor in their lives. To act 
or to refrain from action is with them largely a reflex. If the 
stimulus is a pleasant though ultimately a disastrous one, they 
react automatically, without ordinary emotional control, with 

results that may be very unfortunate. They think with the 

spinal cord rather than with the brain. 

Marriage of the mental defectives is their most common and 

serious reaction. Like produces like, and many families of lesser 

notoriety than the Kalikacks and Jukes lengthen out the chain of 

paupers, criminals and imbeciles that fill our courts and institu 

tions, and become a burden upon philanthropy. There is scarcely 
a charitable agency that has not for years upon its books helpless 
families resulting from marriages of imbeciles. 

What is their status in industry? They are grossly inefficient. 
Their work is occasional and desultory. They are far below the 

grade of common labor. They cannot be depended upon to 
work without the closest supervision. Unable to read, or to 
understand the simplest directions, they usually are employed on 

the most commonplace of tasks. The necessity of providing for 
the future does not stimulate them to continuous labor, and they 

work only long enough to satisfy immediate desires, and are idle 
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until hunger or necessity again drives them to work. In every 

community are a few dependent families that cannot seem to get 

along, and are a constant burden and problem to municipal or 

organized charity. 

Fortunately their criminal tendencies are of a mild kind. 
Their crimes are those of passion or false motive, since they have 
not sufficient mentality to plan complicated offenses or to pre 

meditate serious crimes. Among the disciplinary cases tried by 
special and summary court martial, the offenses of the D minus 

group consisted mainly of such as disobedience of orders, in 
subordination or disloyal statements, and seldom arose to the 

importance of crimes of acquisitiveness (larceny, forgery, fraud), 
or to assault or murder. 

The D class, representing a stage between imbecility and dull 

normality, was somewhat more useful, but little more dependable. 

They were in no sense soldier material. They composed pioneer 

battalions, with pick and shovel to build roads, to drive teams, and 
contributed only in a muscular way to the work of the army. 
Constant supervision of their work was necessary. Even simple 
tasks were beyond their powers if continuous labor was necessary. 

They wholly lacked initiative. Their educational possibility was 
limited to the fifth grade. Sixty-eight per cent finished their 

schooling at this point, and those who reached higher grades were 

promoted because of age rather than because of school accomplish 
ment. Even if kept for years in a grade they made no progress. 

According to the army test, they were for the most part illiterate. 
Diminished power of attention, feeble perceptive qualities, and 
deficient associative memory, prevented them from acquiring 

more than the most rudimentary education. 

Within the D class are included many who are called "simple", 
?not definitely feeble-minded, but rather subnormal,?who fairly 
well adapt themselves to a simple environment, but are unable to 

meet in industrial competition those of higher intellectual endow 
ment. They are simple but inoffensive people of good character, 
honest, and contented with their surroundings. They endure 

hardship and deprivation without much complaint, are easily 
exploited by the more cunning, and are incapable of anything 
other than stolid acceptance of what fate brings to them. They 
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can comprehend only concrete ideas. Their minds do not rise 

to the level of the abstract, and all their problems are referred 
back to past experiences, upon which alone they form their 

judgments. 
Men of the D class are physically well developed. A large 

number of them are attractive, and pass in the crowd as normal. 

Many, by reason of their emotional instability, are regarded on 
first sight as unusually quick and responsive. They laugh easily 
and are with equal ease moved to tears. It is practically im 

possible by inspecting the physiognomy or figure of a D class man 
to distinguish him from a higher intellectual type. 

In this class belongs the moron, whose intellectual level seldom 
exceeds that of eleven years. The moron is marked by a low 
intellectual level combined with an emotional instability and lack 
of inhibition that leads to infraction of social customs and laws. 

He is a reflex arc, rather than a reasoning being. What gives 
him pleasure is the height of his ambition. He thinks not of 

to-morrow, but is content if to-day finds him well fed and his other 

appetites satisfied. He is regardless of the restraint of law, not 

so much through vicious intention as by the pressing necessity of 

gratifying his wants. He is the petty criminal, who steals or 

assaults for the satisfaction of his impulses, without much thought 
of the consequences. He lives in the present, unwarned by past 
punishments and heedless of the future. He spends with reckless 
hand the earnings of to-day without thought of the needs of to 

morrow. His morals are limited by his instincts. He is, in 

times of stress, forced to depend on charity. In industry he has 

little place. His work is haphazard and only sufficient to supply 
immediate wants. He is the casual farm laborer, the tramp, the 

hanger-on in the slums of cities, the easy-going, care-free im 

provident, who, without persistence enough to be a common 

laborer or skill to acquire a trade, does the menial and degrading, 
though necessary, work of the world. Morons fill the work 
houses and public institutions of the country. From 60 to 70 

per cent of prostitutes are in this group. They marry and 

produce children in the proportion of two to one as compared 
with the higher intellectual grades. 

How can it be expected that these of low intellectual grade can 
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become good citizens? To become a worthy citizen of this 

country only a few things are required, but they are essential. 

Understanding of the general principles on which our Govern 
ment is founded is one of them. Respect for law and recognition 
of the rights of others is another. Is it possible that the feeble 

mentality of the D minus class can comprehend the beneficent 

principles on which our Government is based? Is it likely that 
the D class can recognize the advantages of our free institutions 

or can properly assume the duties and obligations which citizen 

ship imposes? To what extent can these two classes exercise the 

duty of voting for our rulers? Unable to read books or papers, 
they cannot get in proper touch with their surroundings. Lacking 
in judgment and power of inhibition, they cannot properly 
comprehend the conditions of their environment, nor can they 
resist the forceful inclination to break the laws which restrain 
them from the gratification of their instinctive desires. Being 
constitutionally inferior, they are necessarily socially inadequate. 

They cannot conform to the normal customs of society. Creatures 

of transient and often violent emotions, they are swayed by the 

voice of the demagogue with consequences dangerous to orderly 

government. They are incapable of becoming good citizens by 
reason of intellectual deficiency, and they should be allowed no 

place in this country and no voice in its affairs. 

We have talked much of the Americanization of the foreigner. 
Theoretically this means that we shall educate him in the methods 
of our Government, teach him our language, and familiarize him 

with those social customs which are peculiar to this country. We 

shall teach him patriotism, the significance of our flag, and pre 

pare him to make an intelligent use of the 'ballot. This is an 
ideal that is in every way worthy. But how does it work out 
in practice? It can hardly be more than fifty per cent suc 

cessful, because only half of the immigrants have intelligence 
enough to receive the education which we wish to give them. 

When we realize that by reason of their mental limitations 
one half of them cannot progress beyond the fifth grade in our 

elementary schools, how optimistic should we become over the 

prospect of teaching them civics, patriotism, or the wise use 

of the franchise? We cannot hope to make worthy citizens 
vol. ccxv.?no. 798 39 
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of the subnormal, nor can we hope that they will ever be led 
in the use of their votes by any other than their emotions, too 
often played upon by the demagogue and crooked politician. 
The elaborate scheme of Americanization is abruptly halted by 
the no-thoroughfare of limited mentality of 45 per cent of our 

immigrants. 
The parallel between the percentage of illiterates and the per 

centage of low grade intelligence is startling. It was determined 

by the simple test of inability to read a paragraph from a paper, 
or to write a letter, that 24 per cent of the recruits in the army 
were illiterate. It is not a mere coincidence that in the general 
white draft the percentage in the D and D minus classes were 22 

per cent. It is very evident that these groups could not be 
otherwise than illiterate, since their mental equipment could not 
receive education higher than the fifth grade, and a large pro 
portion of these were advanced in classes by reason of age and 

growth rather than by their school performance. Education can 

be received only by those who have the intelligence to receive it. 
It does not create intelligence. That is what one is born with. 

The intelligent can receive education only in proportion to their 

capacity. The D minus group cannot go beyond the second 

grade. The D group cannot pass the fifth grade. The C minus 

group finds its limit at the eighth grade. The C group can enter 
the high school, but cannot finish it, while the C plus group can 

finish the high school. 
We must reckon always to have a high percentage of illiterates, 

no matter how excellent are our schools, for the two lower groups 

cannot become literate no matter how long they are instructed. 
A pint cup cannot hold a quart, nor can limited mental equipment 
absorb more than its quota of education. It is useless to clamor 

for education of the lower groups. They cannot receive it. What 

is of more urgent necessity is education of the higher groups to 

fuller comprehension of their environment, to greater realization 

of the duties and obligations of citizenship, and for the procure 
ment of a higher degree of justice for the less intelligent, who are 

too often the victims of the selfishness and cruelty of those of 

higher mental endowment. 

It is time to awaken to the necessity of protecting this country 
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from the influx of the worthless. Unless we do so we shall de 

generate to the level of the Slav and Latin races, with their 

illiteracy, ignorance and consequent degradation. America is 

becoming Europeanized, not with the best but with the worst 
element of that continent. We cannot swim against the tide of 

foreign invasion unless it is checked and directed into less harmful 
channels. 

We are being swamped with the offscourings of Europe. Those 
at the lower end of the intellectual scale have brought to us their 
social customs, their language, tfieir political ideas. They cannot 
assimilate our ideals. Their adaptability to their new surround 

ings is limited. They cannot become citizens in the highest 
meaning of that word. They cannot enter into the spirit of 
American life. They add little except numbers to the body pol 
itic. They add to the burdens of State and municipality, and 
render more difficult and complex the administration of law and 
order. 

We need immigrants. Our fields are hungry for cultivation. 
Our resources lie fallow, awaiting the laborer. We need immi 

grants, but not of the kind that comes to lis in the largest num 

bers. We need those with intelligence, who are adaptable to the 
environment which we offer them. We need the honest, intelli 

gent, hard-working and thrifty men, who are able to appreciate 
the opportunities which our free institutions afford and who are 
able and willing to assume and discharge the duties and obliga 
tions which citizenship imposes. 

We do not need the ignorant, the mentally feeble, the moron. 
We already suffer from the presence of too many whose low 

mentality leads them into pauperism, crime, sex offenses and 

dependency. We have no place in this country for the "man 
with the hoe", stained with the earth he digs, and guided by a 
mind scarcely superior to the ox, whose brother he is. 

Slave of the wheel of labor, what to him 
Are Plato and the swing of Pleiades? 

We must awaken to the dangers which are increasingly 
threatening. If we wish to preserve to this country the ideals 

which inspire its founders, we must protect ourselves against the 
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degenerate horde whom we now heedlessly invite to come to us. 

We must view the immigration problem from a new angle. We 

must forget those sentimental bywords, like "a refuge for the 

oppressed of other nations'', unless we want to be oppressed by 
the burden of ignorance and degeneracy which such a catchword 
invites. 

Our immigration laws have not afforded and cannot afford us 

adequate protection against the undesirable immigrant. They 
are the outcome of the foolish policy of regarding the quantity 
rather than the quality of thoser who come to our shores. The 

literacy test excludes many of high intellectual capacity, who in 
the old country had no opportunity for education. We must 

apply ourselves to the task with the new weapons of science, 

rather than with an armament that is based on crude and im 

perfect comprehension of the problem. When bubonic plague, 
typhus or cholera threatens, we meet the danger with the perfect 

weapons formed for us by science. We must in the same manner 

meet the far more serious danger that threatens our body politic 
and our institutions. 

It is not enough to guard only against the physically defective. 
We must recognize that the more imminent danger is from the 

mentally feeble. Prior to the Great War we had no standard by 
which we could measure a man's intellect. The exigencies of 

that conflict produced such an instrument, and it is now as easy 

to calculate one's mental equipment as it is to measure his height 

and weight. The examination of over two million recruits has 

tested and verified this standard, so that there is little of contro 

versy as to its reliability and efficiency. The application of this 
new method to intending immigrants will enable us to select those 

who are worthy and reject those who are worthless. 

Arthur Sweeney. 
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